D
emographic predictions indicate that people will continue to migrate to coastal regions, and by early in the twenty-first century more than 70% of the [US] population will be located in the coastal regions of marine waters and the Great Lakes." This statement on page 3 of The Coastal Zone: Past, Present, and Future supports the authors' contention that the general public needs to understand environmental issues affecting coastal ecosystems in the United States to become more active in resource planning decisions. The Vernbergs, both of whom are coastal and marine science experts, have chosen to educate their target audience by focusing on the science underlying ecosystem changes wrought by humans as we encroach on coastlines, marshes, and wetlands.
The book's structure loosely follows its title, with the first chapter, "History and Uses of the Coastal Zone," providing an overview. The chapter presents a basic definition of the coastal zone and then discusses the different types of uses according to location within the zone (e.g., upland, intertidal). There is very little historical information about coastal zone settlement or the geographical formation of coastal ecosystems.
The next six chapters address various anthropogenic alterations to coastlines, primarily those in South Carolina. Chapter 2 appears to be designed to condense an introductory biology-ecology course into 26 pages. The material is presented in order of complexity, so that a nonscientist or college student who is not a science major can easily follow the progression of information. However, the chapter is chock full of definitions that require a reader to pay close attention to detail. The Vernbergs begin by describing a generalized ecosystem and the biotic and abiotic factors that make up that system. The chapter segues to a discussion of food webs, a topic revisited in subsequent chapters on biological and chemical contamination.
Because an understanding of how a biological system operates is essential to understanding the effects of chemical or organic contaminants on the system, chapter 2 devotes significant attention to temperature, salinity, biogeochemical cycles (i.e., carbon and nitrogen), and primary and secondary production. My biggest difficulty with this book arose in this chapter; as the topics become more involved, the diagrams and graphs used to provide explanatory or complementary information become extremely complicated. The schematics employed made them almost useless as an aid to the written text.
Chapter 3 provides a detailed discussion of the different types of coastal zone ecosystems and habitats. This straightforward chapter is the one from which a nonscience person would most likely glean the most usable information. Chapter 4, "The Impacts of Urbanization," is the least quantitative of the chapters, but it contains the authors' main thrust: The increasing human population and the recreational and urban demands on coastal systems are the primary threats to the coastlines of the Southeast. The chapter uses a comparative study of two similar estuarine areas, one that experienced extensive population growth and one that was maintained in its "natural" state, to highlight the range of impacts and costs associated with urbanization. Unfortunately, the discussion is limited to the Southeast; even the references in the bibliography are relatively restricted to sources from the region. There is a brief mention of the "greening" golf efforts that are gaining momentum. Given the incredible expansion of golf courses in the southern United States, as well as in coastal areas of countries such as Thailand, a whole chapter on the subject would have fit within the book's scope.
Chapters 5, 6, and 7 address chemical and biological contamination, as well as other human interventions affecting the coastal zone. The authors don't actually try to teach the environmental science concepts that are associated with identifying and quantifying contaminants in an estuarine system. Rather, chapters 5 and 6 are extended lists of the types of chemicals or biological organisms that harm the species found in estuarine ecosystems and adversely affect human activities such as fishing and recreational sports. For anyone wishing to become more active in coastal resource planning discussions, these chapters do offer a basic but useful primer on the impacts of chemicals and biological contaminants in these ecosystems. Also beneficial is the brief discussion of the tests used by the US National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration to evaluate possible toxic effects of contaminants in the environment.
Chapter 7 is the catchall section for anthropogenic impacts to coastal zone ecosystems not covered elsewhere in the book. It covers a wide range of topics, Humans Encroaching on Coastlines from construction of marinas and piers to global warming. Though familiar to environmental advocates, the densely packed information presented in this chapter should prove useful to those who are just beginning to develop environmental literacy related to estuarine systems.
As is typical in general environmental texts, the authors attempt to consolidate policy and socioeconomic issues into a single chapter. As a result, chapter 8 is a litany of laws and regulatory programs concerning coastal ecosystems, coastal zone management, and water quality. This is the weakest chapter in the book, in part because the authors are scientists, not lawyers, policy analysts, or politicians. The other explanation is that the authors' stated goal in writing The Coastal Zone: Past, Present, and Future is to give readers a basic understanding of the scientific concepts and issues relevant to the functioning and management of coastal zone ecosystems.
The reference section for chapter 8 does suggest sources for more in-depth information on the array of legal and regulatory tools used by federal, state, and local governments, however. Thus, although this chapter cannot fully educate readers about the policy aspects of coastal zone management-the description of the Endangered Species Act is one paragraph in length-it does offer insight into the complex interactions of federal, state, and local roles in conserving and managing natural resources.
The book concludes with a chapter on the future of the coastal zone. The authors list the continuing challenges to the long-term health of coastal zones, many of which receive substantial discussion in earlier chapters. The short section on solutions returns to the problems described in chapter 8: How do you provide readers with the incentive to take action when the description of solutions to regional, jurisdictional, and ecological management situations is only two pages long?
This book is homespun in its presentation, with the authors interjecting themselves into discussions throughout the text. The Coastal Zone would certainly be suitable as a supplement to advanced high school ecology courses or undergraduate environmental science courses for nonscience majors, because the scientific concepts it introduces apply to nearly all coastal systems. It does assume that the reader has a basic grasp of biology, but even someone without that background could glean useful information on the topics covered in the book. Arlington, VA 22205 (E-mail: Sandycski@aol.com) 
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